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The average U.S. citizen is doubtless unaware of its
country’s involvement in Latin America throughout the
twentieth century. In Empire’s Workshop: Latin Amer-
ica, the United States, and the Rise of the New Imperial-
ism, Professor Greg Grandin attempts to give his readers
the inside scoop into U.S.-Latin American relations, with
extra attention to the period of the Reagan administra-
tion. Grandin here argues that the foreign policy pursued
in Latin America since Reagan correlates to the current
guiding principles leading U.S. foreign policy in the Mid-
dle East. Actually, Grandin explicitly states that the U.S.
foreign policy implemented in Latin America during the
1980s became the model for the policy pursued today in
the Middle East, especially in Iraq.

Although written following the traditional arrange-
ment of an introduction, six chapters, and a conclusion,
the book can be broken down into four distinct sections.
They are as follows: The first quarter of the book gives a
brief overview of U.S.-Latin American relations from the
end of the nineteenth century up to the present. The sec-
ond quarter of the book details U.S.-controlled activity in
Guatemala, Nicaragua, and El Salvador during the 1980s
and the events leading up to this activity in the 1960s and
1970s. The third quarter of the book explains how these
events in Central America were kept from or legitimized
to the U.S. public. The final quarter of the book focuses on
economic incentives for U.S. involvement in Latin Amer-
ica. Grandin begins in the 1940s but he once again fo-
cuses a great deal on the Reagan administration. Grandin
then concludes by re-stating his thesis that much of the
foreign policy pursued by the Reagan administration in
Latin America is today emulated by the Bush administra-
tion in the Middle East.

This book may prove a good read for both scholars of
Latin American history and those who have little back-
ground in Latin American history. For readers who are
unfamiliar with Latin American history, the book opens
their eyes to a side of U.S. history little known to general
audiences, especially its involvement in Latin America

in the last twenty-five years. For these readers, the book
definitely has a shock value, as it describes U.S.-led bru-
tality in Central America and other regions. For readers
with a background in Latin American history, the book
provides further insight into why the United States se-
lected the foreign policy that it did in Latin America.

But, for reasons that are not clear, this book is really
targeted more toward readers who already have knowl-
edge of Latin American history. Throughout the book,
for example, Grandin constantly cites events that oc-
curred in Latin America without explaining them. Al-
though the book admittedly follows a loose chronologi-
cal order, Grandin does jump around, both in place and
time, more than what I would have preferred. This may
prove even more problematic for readers who do not
know much about Latin American history. Furthermore,
the meaning of the titles of Grandin’s chapters and the
titles of the subsections within these chapters are not so
obvious. If a reader does not fully understand Grandin’s
argument, then she will not appreciate the significance
of the titles.

While it may prove informative and beneficial to
readers familiar with Latin American history, from the
perspective of the uninitiated Grandin’s book contains
one major flaw: Grandin never proves his thesis. Do not
get me wrong. Grandin does fully explain how U.S. impe-
rialism in Latin America, particularly in the 1980s, paral-
lels U.S. imperialism today in the Middle East. But what
Grandin fails to show is how the Bush administration
directly models its current foreign policy in the Middle
East, especially Iraq, after the foreign policy of the Re-
gan administration in Latin America. In fact, Iraq itself is
barely mentioned at all in the book.

Throughout the book, Grandin in a way disproves
his own thesis. He discuses how during the Reagan ad-
ministration, the United States managed to control Cen-
tral America without sending a large number of U.S.
troops. Indeed, much of Grandin’s book is based on
how the United States gained so much control in Cen-
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tral America with little actual occupation. But Iraq cur-
rently has a relatively large number of U.S. troops phys-
ically there, which does not compare well to the num-
bers present in Central America in the 1980s. In his in-
troduction, Grandin states that most Americans do not
pay much attention to Latin America because they take
it for granted. But perhaps most Americans currently

ignore Latin America because what is currently occur-
ring in Iraq is very different from what occurred in Latin
America during the Reagan administration. And yet, de-
spite this shortcoming, the book is an invaluable addition
to the literature on U.S. and Latin American relations,
though, perhaps, the non-conversant should read it ac-
companied by other traditional references.
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